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The Theolo gy of the Will

ian A. mcfarland

There are few things more valued in the modern world than freedom. Political dis-
course is shaped by it, as shown by the degree to which political campaigns and pub-
lic policy are framed in terms of the need to counter threats to freedom on both the 
national and international levels. Economic theory is also defined by it, as seen both 
in the resources devoted to securing ‘free trade’ agreements among nations and in the 
way that advertisements appeal to the consumer to exercise—and thereby confirm—her 
freedom in selecting one product over another. Within this increasingly globalized cul-
tural matrix, to be a person is to be free, and to be free is to be able to choose—whether 
among actual items visible on a shelf or possible futures envisioned in the mind. 
Freedom is understood as a matter of radical self-determination, and on every side we 
are encouraged to think that exercising such freedom is our most fundamental calling—
the proper fulfilment of our humanity.

Freedom was also very important for early Christians. The Graeco-Roman cul-
tural context within which Christianity emerged was deeply shaped by different types 
of fatalism. Human life was understood to be subject to an array of forces beyond the 
individual’s control, and a variety of means were used to cope with them, ranging from 
the popular use of amulets and spells to philosophers’ efforts to secure a spirit of indif-
ference in the face of fortune’s slings and arrows. Over against such beliefs, Christians 
insisted that human beings were free. The New Testament bears consistent witness to 
the belief that Christ came to free women and men from powers seeking to enslave them 
(John 8: 31–32, 36; Acts 13: 39; Rom. 8: 2; Gal. 5: 1), and in the face of (‘Gnostic’) move-
ments within the church for which a person’s destiny was understood to be determined 
at least partly by forces outside her control, Christians doubled down on the principle 
that, ‘God made human beings free from the beginning, having their own power (just 
like their own souls) to obey the precepts of God voluntarily rather than by divine com-
pulsion’ (Irenaeus, Adu.haer. 4. 37, PG 7a. 1099B).

As this last quotation suggests, however, the early Christian understanding of free-
dom is rather different from that celebrated in contemporary culture. The freedom 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Tue Nov 11 2014, NEWGEN

oxfordhb-9780199673834-part-4.indd   516 11/11/2014   4:46:54 PM



The Theology of the Will  517

valued by ancient theologians was not the capacity to choose among a range of avail-
able options, but rather the ability to do just one thing: ‘obey the commands of God’. 
The difference between these two perspectives is nowhere clearer than in the thought 
of Maximus the Confessor, for whom the act of choosing was a mark of the imperfec-
tion rather than the fulfilment of human freedom. To be truly free for Maximus is not 
to be able to choose, but to have transcended the circumstances that make the exercise 
of choice necessary. Even as God does not choose the good, but wills it naturally, so 
the goal of human existence is to be so united to God that by grace we, too, will the 
good without any deliberation. From this perspective, the point of human freedom is 
not radical self-determination. Because we are creatures whose life and movement 
depend at every moment on the Creator, the quest for self-determination can only lead 
to self-destruction. Our proper goal is rather to do what God wills, since it is only as we 
conform to the will of the One who brought us into being that we can flourish as the 
creatures we are.

The Will as Part of Human Nature

At first blush this vision of freedom can seem distasteful, if not downright demonic. 
Given the many ways in which tyrants both past and present have sought to bend oth-
ers to their own designs, the idea that our freedom might be realized in conforming 
our wills to another’s is not appealing. From Maximus’ perspective, however, that objec-
tion is misplaced precisely because the ‘other’ to whom we are to conform our wills is 
God. It just makes no sense to suppose that conforming to God’s will could entail any 
diminishment of our being: since the divine will is the sole and constant condition of 
our existence, our flourishing as the particular creatures we are is only possible as God’s 
will for us is fulfilled. To make any creature’s will the measure of our own would indeed 
be demonic, but deviation from God’s will, far from bearing witness to our status as free 
beings, can only undermine our freedom.

And yet even if the logic of this position is impregnable, it can still seem odd to sug-
gest that the single-minded pursuit of conformity to God’s will exemplifies human free-
dom. If the point of our existence is simply to fulfil God’s will for us, then it surely would 
have been better for God to make us creatures of instinct, or even inanimate objects, 
which do what their Creator wills necessarily. After all, it is evidently because we have 
wills which, as free, are distinct from God’s that it is possible for us to fail to conform to 
God’s will for us. And yet Maximus concurs with the judgement of the Christian tradi-
tion from Irenaeus onwards that our freedom, ontologically rooted in our status as will-
ing beings, is a mark of our status as creatures made for communion with God and, as 
such, is to be viewed as a gift and not a threat to our flourishing.

In order to understand how this can be, it is important to recognize that although 
the idea of human freedom and agency was an integral part of Christian anthropology 
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from the beginning, little attention was given to the will in Greek Christian writing prior 
to Maximus. The concept of the will as an anthropological category distinct from cog-
nition or emotion was not a feature of classical Greek thought, and even among early 
Christian writers, there was no consistent terminology for the will (Dihle 1982). To be 
sure, Augustine had developed a very detailed theology of the will in the early decades 
of the fifth century, but Augustine wrote in Latin, and his influence was correspond-
ingly limited to the western churches. In spite of Maximus’ own long sojourn in North 
Africa—as well as his general sympathy with Latin theology—there is no evidence that 
he was familiar with Augustine’s writings (Berthold 1982; cf. Börjesson 2015).

Nevertheless, the will was an important category for Maximus long before the mono-
thelite controversy brought it centre-stage in his theology. Already in his earlier writ-
ings, he describes the goal of the human existence as the alignment of the believer’s will 
with God’s, a process initiated in this life through the disciplines of ascesis and con-
templation and completed in the life to come when we will ‘surrender voluntarily to 
God’, having been ‘taught to refrain from willing anything other than what God wills’ 
(Amb.Io. 7, PG 91. 1076B, Blowers‒Wilken 2003: 52). To be sure, this understanding of 
the proper end of human existence as a union of divine and human wills was anything 
but novel, and Maximus drew on a well-established tradition of Christian spiritual prac-
tice in sketching it out (Sherwood 1955b: 8). But none of these traditions included the 
kind of technical analysis of (or even consistent vocabulary for) the will that Maximus 
developed in the course of his engagement with monotheletism. To address that con-
text, Maximus had to relate the will to the ontological categories developed in the course 
of the trinitarian and christological controversies: was the will part of human nature, or 
should it rather be associated with the individual hypostasis?

The monothelites defended the latter position, in line with their claim that Christ had 
just one (divine) will, corresponding to his hypostatic identity as the one Word of God. 
By contrast, Maximus’ conviction that the Word could only be confessed as incarnate 
if Jesus possessed a human as well as a divine will led him to argue that the will per-
tained to nature. Drawing on the soteriological principle (given classical expression by 
Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 101. 32) that Christ could not heal what he had not assumed, 
Maximus argued that since it was beyond dispute that the human will, by turning from 
God in Eden, was in need of healing, it must have been part of the nature that Christ 
assumed (Opusc. 16, PG 91. 196D; DP, PG 91. 325A). Maximus also deployed a second 
line of argument against monothelitism on trinitarian grounds. If will pertained to the 
hypostasis, he reasoned, it would follow that God has three wills, corresponding to the 
three divine hypostases; but that would amount to tritheism, since it would raise the 
ontological possibility of divergence of will among the three divine persons (Opusc. 3, 
PG 91. 52B–C, 53C).1 Since it was a matter of theological consensus that the one God has 
just one will, the doctrine of the Trinity, too, implies that will pertains to nature rather 
than to hypostasis (Opusc. 20, PG 91. 240B).

1 Cf. DP, PG 91. 289D, 313C–316B.
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Although both these lines of argument are compelling on their own terms, they 
do little to reveal the core of Maximus’ position, which is not simply an exercise in 
logic-chopping but rather derives from his understanding of the fundamental character 
of human nature. Specifically, Maximus’ theology of the will is rooted in his conviction 
that motion is intrinsic to created beings (DP, PG 91. 352A). In itself this claim would not 
have struck Maximus’ contemporaries as new. Already in the second century Irenaeus 
of Lyons had argued that creatures are made to move, on the grounds that, because per-
fection is a property of God’s uncreated nature, whatever is created cannot, as a matter of 
definition, possess perfection intrinsically but can only acquire it over time (Irenaeus, 
Adu.haer. 4. 38, PG 7a. 1105A–B, 1107C). Maximus concurs (Amb.Io. 7, PG 91. 1072C), 
and develops this principle as part of his broader effort to rescue monastic spirituality 
from the extremes of the movement known as ‘Origenism’. As the name suggests, the 
Origenist monks of Maximus’ time took their inspiration from the great third-century 
theologian Origen of Alexandria, who, following Plato, had viewed motion (κίνησις) as 
a defect: the cause and consequence of creatures’ falling away from an original state of 
changeless perfection (στάσις) before God. God created the material world (γένεσις) 
in response to this Fall, as a means of helping souls escape the instability of movement 
and return to life with God. In line with Irenaeus’ understanding of Creation, Maximus 
rejected this sequence, insisting that creaturely movement, far from being an obstacle to 
communion with God, is the means by which such communion is realized. So while for 
Origen, motion is a problem that leads to his interpreting Creation as a declension from 
God according to the sequence στάσις–κίνησις–γένεσις (rest‒movement‒becoming), 
Maximus’ emphasis on the goodness of motion as an inherent feature of created being 
led him to reverse this trajectory and argue that salvation history moves from ‘becom-
ing’ (γένεσις) to movement (κίνησις) to rest (στάσις) (see Portaru and Mueller-Jourdan 
2015). Indeed, because for Maximus God’s being is in its glory inexhaustible, even the 
terminal condition of ‘rest’ (στάσις) is anything but ‘static’. Building on Gregory of 
Nyssa’s notion of eternal progress (ἐπεκτάσις), Maximus argues that the sheer inex-
haustibility of God’s being means that, even in glory, the life of creatures does not stand 
still: it no longer includes any qualitative shifts in direction or character, but remains 
supremely active and is therefore to be described paradoxically as a ‘rest that is always in 
motion’ (ἀεικίνητος στάσις).2

While it is thus part of the nature of creatures to be in motion, Maximus notes that 
each creature moves in its own distinctive way, corresponding to its proper end as the 
particular kind of creature it is (Opusc. 16, PG 91. 200B). In living creatures, motion 
is a function of appetite or desire (ὀρέξις), and since this desire is part of the creature’s 
nature, within Maximus’ ontology it is true to say creatures achieve their distinct forms 
of perfection by following their natural desires:  ‘For unless it has a desire for some-
thing according to nature, whence and how can it be said to exist in any way, since it has 
neither concrete existence (ὕπαρξιν) nor motion (κίνησιν)?’ (Opusc. 16, PG 91. 192B). 

2 Q.Thal. 59, Laga‒Steel 1990: 53, and Q.Thal. 65, Laga‒Steel 1990: 285; Opusc. 16, PG 91. 185A; Amb.Io. 
67, PG 91. 1401A.
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Rather conventionally, Maximus sees rationality as a distinctive mark of human nature, 
and he contends (somewhat less conventionally) that the fact that human nature is 
rational makes the realization of human desire a matter of agency (αὐτεξουσία).3 And 
since he holds that agency, in turn, is actualized through the exercise of the will, he con-
cludes that will (θέλημα) may be characterized as ‘the proper and primary property of 
every rational nature’ (Opusc. 3, Louth 1996: 197).4 As Maximus notes in his Dispute with 
Pyrrhus: ‘If agential motion (αὐτεξούσιος κίνησις) is natural for rational beings, then 
every rational being is also by nature willing (θελήτικον)’ (DP, PG 91. 301C). In short, 
because they are agents, human beings are willing creatures, which is to say that their 
movements are characterized by agency rather than being unconscious or automatic. In 
short, motion is not just something that happens to me; rather, I move.

For Maximus human freedom is thus a function of our having wills. All creatures 
move, but the movement of human beings is free because humans are rational—and 
therefore willing—creatures. And this freedom, enacted through the will, has concrete 
effects: because our motion is willed rather than automatic, we can move in ways that 
either further or frustrate the goal of life in communion with God for which we were cre-
ated. It follows that although in heaven all the saints will find their wills in accord with 
God, each individual’s place before God will be a function of the degree to which her will 
has shaped her desire for God in this life: ‘To whatever extent anyone has desired, to that 
extent will she participate in the object of her desire’ (Opusc. 1, PG 91. 24D–25A; cf. Amb.
Io. 31, PG 91. 1280D). In this way our willing is integral to the shape of our life before 
God, both now and in the world to come. This conclusion, however, raises a question: By 
claiming that how we will defines how we will live in glory, does not Maximus wind up 
lending support to the modern view of freedom as self-determination—the libertarian 
capacity to choose among various options? As we will see, Maximus certainly considers 
the possibility that freedom might be understood in this way—but only to reject it.

‘Willing is Not Choosing’

For Maximus the will’s role in shaping our life before God is integral to his understanding 
of human freedom, but careful analysis of his understanding of how the will operates 
is at odds with the modern vision of freedom as a kind of neutral power indifferently 
capable of turning one way or the other. Like Irenaeus, Maximus sees the point of 
human willing as specifically the power to do what God wills. Thus, even prior to the 

3 Αὐτεξουσία means literally, ‘power over oneself ’, and is often translated, ‘self-determination’, 
‘freedom of choice’, or even ‘free will’. Because these English terms carry considerable philosophical and 
political freight alien to the patristic era, I prefer ‘agency’, which distinguishes αὐτεξουσία (along with its 
cognates, αὐτεξούσιος and αὐτεξιουτής) from the categories of choice and will (for which Maximus has 
other words), while maintaining the focus on individual ownership of/responsibility for action that lies 
at the heart of Maximus’ use of the word (see, e. g. Opusc. 1, PG 91. 17C–20A).

4 Cf. Opusc. 1, PG 91. 21D, and DP, PG 91. 304C.

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRSTPROOFS, Tue Nov 11 2014, NEWGEN

oxfordhb-9780199673834-part-4.indd   520 11/11/2014   4:46:54 PM



The Theology of the Will  521

emergence of monothelitism he interprets human turning from God, not as the product 
of the will’s freedom, but rather as the result of the will’s failure to act in accordance with 
its God-given freedom:

[T] he only pleasure is the attainment of divine things whose giver by nature is God 
and . . . the only sorrow is their loss, suggested by the devil but accomplished by who-
ever grows weary of divine things by relaxing his will and who does not keep up the 
love of what is honorable by a firm disposition of will.

(Or.dom., Van Deun 1991: 63–64; Berthold 1985: 115)

It is, however, only in the context of his engagement with the monothelites that 
Maximus refines his terminology in a way that brings the contrast between his theol-
ogy of the will and modern sensibilities into relief. The central feature of this refine-
ment is the distinction he draws between the ‘natural will’ (θέλημα φυσικόν, or just 
θέλημα) and the ‘gnomic will’ (θέλημα γνωμικόν, or just γνώμη).

As a first step towards understanding this distinction, it is crucial to recognize that 
the natural will and the gnomic will are not two separate components of human nature. 
For Maximus, human beings have one will, which, as already noted, is intrinsic to their 
nature as rational beings, and which for this reason he calls the ‘natural’ will. Because it 
is a defining feature of human nature, the natural will is to be found in all human beings 
whatever their context: infancy or old age, Eden or Babylon, now or in glory. What is 
this natural will? As noted above, the will is that aspect of our being that defines us as 
agents; thus it defines the kind of motion proper to us as rational creatures and is thus 
the means by which our perfection as rational creatures is actualized. And to define this 
motion as natural is to indicate that it is manifested in those thoroughly unremarkable, 
everyday appetites by which ‘we desire being, life, movement, understanding, speech, 
perception, nourishment, sleep, refreshment, as well as not to suffer pain or to die—
simply to possess completely everything that sustains the nature and to lack whatever 
harms it’ (Opusc. 16, PG 91. 196A).5 The natural will is therefore that by which we are 
constituted as beings who follow the desires that are intrinsic to our created natures as 
responsible agents rather than as creatures of instinct.

In contrast to the natural will, which is a constitutive and inalienable feature of human 
nature, the gnomic will refers to the activation of this natural power by an individual 
human person, or hypostasis: it is ‘a particular instance of willing, oriented relative to 
some real or imagined good’ (DP, PG 91. 308C; cf. Opusc. 3, PG 91. 45C). In other words, 
the gnomic will is a particular mode (τρόπος) of willing rather than a discrete attribute 
of human nature separate from the natural will (DP, PG 91. 308D; cf. 292D–293A). More 
specifically, it is the mode of willing characteristic of human life under the conditions of 
history. As we live in the realm of time and space, prior to glory, our vision of the good 
is uncertain. Since our human nature is God’s work, if our nature were perfected, our 
willing would correspond infallibly to God’s will so long as we followed our (natural) 

5 Cf. Opusc. 1, PG 91. 12C; Opusc. 3, PG 91. 45D.
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desires. But because we have not yet achieved perfection—because the fulfilment of our 
natures is a matter of future hope rather than present experience—our desires are con-
flicting, with the result that we will under conditions of ignorance and doubt (DP, PG 
91. 329D). For this reason, our willing assumes a ‘gnomic’ form marked by a sequence 
of distinct stages that interpose themselves between our immediate desire, on the one 
hand, and the completed act of willing, on the other. According to Maximus, when we 
are moved by desire, we first deliberate, then by an act of judgement form an opinion 
(the meaning of the Greek word γνώμη), and finally choose one option over others 
(Opusc. 1, PG 91. 16C; cf. 21D–24A).

The fact that we exist in a condition where our willing entails our choosing among 
possible courses of action raises the possibility of error—that we will make bad judge-
ments and correspondingly poor choices. When we do, the result is sin, which for 
Maximus is precisely ‘the divergence of our gnomic will from the divine will’ (Opusc. 
3, PG 91. 56B). In other words, sin is a product of gnomic willing that results when, 
through our failure of deliberation, judgement, and choice, ‘nature is moved against rea-
son and law’ (Opusc. 16, PG 91. 192A; cf. 193A). Yet as much as it is true that human sin 
is bound up with gnomic willing, it would be a serious mistake to view the former as 
the inevitable result of the latter, as though the gnomic will were equivalent to the fallen 
will. Such an equation of gnomic and sinful willing would imply that the Fall was inevi-
table for creatures living under the conditions of time and space—a position that would 
impugn the goodness of nature in a way completely at odds with Maximus’ theology of 
Creation.6 While our deliberation is inherently fallible for Maximus—to the extent that 
he seems to have viewed the Fall as following immediately on our Creation (Q.Thal. 61, 
Laga‒Steel 1990: 85; Blowers‒Wilken 2003: 131 and n.1)—it is not for that reason pre-
destined to fail. Indeed, Maximus bases his spirituality on the presumption that even 
after the Fall we can, through ascetic discipline and divine grace, make genuine progress 
towards blessedness in this life even though our willing remains gnomic prior to glory. 
In spite of its fallibility, the gnomic will can and does will rightly when the results of its 
deliberation correspond to the proper end of human nature—and thereby to God’s will 
as manifest in that nature (DP, PG 91. 293B–C; cf. Opusc. 16, PG 91. 193B–C).

As beings who will gnomically, we choose:  discerning as best we can among the 
options that we identify as leading to eternal blessedness. That we will by choosing 
is, according to Maximus, a function of our status as creatures who will in an earthly 
context, still awaiting the fulfilment of our lives in glory. It is therefore true that our 
choosing is a manifestation of the freedom we enjoy as agents. Creatures who lack 
agency—animals, plants, inanimate objects—cannot choose (and are for this reason 
incapable of sinning, though they do, of course, suffer sin’s effects). Yet as much as the 
capacity to choose is possible only for creatures with wills, choosing and willing cannot 
simply be equated, because:

6 John Gavin’s claim that Maximus has no way to account for the origin of human sin (Gavin 
2009: 282–83) is based on this failure to recognize the distinction between the gnomic will (the 
ontological ground of bad choices) and the fallen will (the concrete result of bad choices).
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[T] he will (θέλημα) is a rational and living desire, but choice (προαίρεσιν) is a 
deliberative desire for things within our power. Therefore willing (θέλησις) is not 
choosing, for willing is a simple desire, rational and living; but choice is a conflu-
ence of desire, deliberation, and judgement. For when we desire, we first deliberate; 
and when we have deliberated, we make a judgement; and after we have judged, we 
choose what has been received by our judgement as better rather than worse. So will-
ing depends solely on what is natural, but choice on those capacities that belong to us 
and operate through us. Therefore, choosing is not willing.

(Opusc. 1, PG 91. 13A)

In this life we choose, and our choices help to define who we are before God both now 
and in the world to come; but the freedom that characterizes us as willing beings is not 
defined by the capacity to choose. Under the conditions of history our willing as human 
persons takes the form of choosing, which is a matter of calculation in which we try to 
distinguish what is better from what is worse; but choosing is not constitutive of willing, 
which in its essence is simply the agential enactment of our natural desires.

The contrast between this perspective of Maximus’ and earlier pagan notions of 
human agency is striking. In classical Greek thought, freedom was understood in terms 
of deliberation in a way that corresponds fairly closely to modern sensibilities: for both 
ancient philosophical and modern secular thought, a ‘positive verdict on a man’s moral 
performance can be justified only by a positive intellectual achievement which preceded 
and determined his intentions to act’ (Dihle 1982: 31; cf. 29). For Maximus, however, 
although deliberation is an integral part of human willing under the conditions of his-
tory, it is not a defining mark of the will’s freedom. On the contrary, it reflects an imper-
fect and partial realization of freedom, since deliberation is necessary because creatures 
willing under the conditions of time and space are unable to perceive and know the 
good immediately. As seen in the life of God and the blessed, freedom is fully and per-
fectly realized when rational beings will according to their natures, without the need for 
deliberation.

Thus, although willing is integral to the life of rational creatures, choosing is not. But 
this conclusion seems to raise once again the question of how this account of willing is 
consistent with a robust notion of creaturely responsibility. If the proper object of our 
natural willing is—as the name implies—determined by our nature, then the character 
of rational existence (whether human or angelic) seems fundamentally passive. Unlike 
animals, we may be conscious of our actions, but it is not immediately evident that this 
consciousness has any constructive role in determining how we act—and therefore 
whether our having wills renders our actions other than instinctual in anything but 
name. As Pyrrhus, the exiled patriarch of Constantinople, objected, it seems that by 
making the will part of human nature (that is, one of those intrinsic properties of our 
being over which we have no control), Maximus makes freedom an illusion (DP, PG 91. 
293B). In order to show that this inference is mistaken, Maximus takes one more step in 
his analysis, arguing that because rational creatures are called to transcend their natures 
in order to live in communion with God, the operation of the natural will cannot be 
reduced to pure passivity before our natural desires.
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Willing as Following

According to Maximus, the will is ‘natural’ because its activity corresponds to nature, 
but that fact does not rob willing of its freedom and turn it into a matter of compulsion. 
On the contrary, willing is precisely that which marks the one who wills as an agent—an 
‘I’ who is the subject of her acts rather than a being driven by instinct. Indeed, Maximus’ 
estimation of the significance of the will for human experience can be gauged from 
his endorsement of the principle (which he attributes to Cyril of Alexandria) that ‘in a 
rational nature, nothing natural is involuntary’ (DP, PG 91. 296A).

It is important not to misunderstand the meaning of this claim. Maximus is well 
aware that the degree to which different forms of human activity display a ‘voluntary’ 
character varies enormously. Certain actions happen almost automatically (indeed, 
Maximus at one point defends the ‘natural’ character of the will on the grounds that 
no one needs to be taught to follow the desires inherent to human nature; see DP, PG 
91. 304B–C); others are much more clearly intentional. In all cases, however, the will is 
implicated. For even in those actions I do apart from (and even perhaps in spite of) any 
conscious effort, it is I who do them: I am the subject of, say, my sweating and sleeping 
and being afraid no less than of my walking or speaking or playing chess, although the 
latter are far more subject to my conscious control than the former. Thus, while my 
being subject to hunger is no less a part of my nature than it is part of my dog’s, my situ-
ation is different from my dog’s in that my hunger is inseparable from my will—not in 
the sense that my being hungry is a matter of choice, but simply in that I cannot help 
describing it as mine.

There is, of course, a further difference between me and my dog: I can deliberate 
about how (or even whether) to satisfy my hunger as my dog cannot. Based on what 
I have already noted about the character of the gnomic will, however, it should be 
clear that this difference is not of final significance for my humanity, since in glory 
my (natural) willing will no longer be characterized by (gnomic) deliberation; but 
I will not for that reason be any less human—or, therefore, any less free. On the con-
trary, if Maximus is right, it is only in glory that my freedom will have been perfected. 
And it is at this point that it seems difficult to square the idea of the natural will, oper-
ating apart from any need for deliberation, with freedom. For part of what makes the 
idea of freedom compelling is that it provides the basis for human drama: a person 
stands at the crossroads—she may act honourably or despicably, show courage or 
cowardice, devotion, or faithlessness. Which will it be? The answer, we are confident, 
defines who that person is—her fundamental identity before God and neighbour. 
Maximus’ belief that our (gnomic) willing in the present shapes the character of 
our future glory seems entirely consistent with this picture. Yet if the experience of 
choosing that we associate with the image of the crossroads is simply an accidental 
feature of our willing that will eventually be transcended, does that not suggest that 
for Maximus the life of glory lacks any dimension of growth, change, or adventure—
and thus is ultimately boring?
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7 There is no more brilliant caricature of this vision of heaven than that given in the 1967 film 
Bedazzled by Peter Cook’s Satan, who explains the Fall as the result of an inevitable—and entirely 
understandable—rebellion against a life of eternal sameness.

Given that (as already noted) Maximus envisions glorified existence as a rest that is 
always in motion, it seems unlikely that he intends his vision of heaven to be open to this 
line of criticism. And the charge becomes even less plausible when we remember that 
the possibility that heaven might be experienced as boring is actually a defining feature 
of the Origenist cosmology that Maximus opposed long before the monothelites came 
on the scene. Famously, Origen hypothesized that satiety—boredom—was the cause of 
the primordial defection of rational natures from their contemplation of God. Within 
Origen’s vision of a universe of rational beings created in a state of intimacy with God, 
freedom is manifest in their fall from blessedness rather than their ascent to it, and the 
drama of willing unfolds initially through sin rather than obedience.7 By contrast—and 
consistent with his conviction that motion is intrinsic to created existence—Maximus’ 
vision of the place of the will in creaturely existence is different, so that as keen as he is 
to distinguish willing from choosing, it would be a mistake to ascribe to him Origen’s 
vision of human life as ideally free of genuine drama or adventure. To be sure, Maximus 
is happy to concede that most of what we experience as drama in our lives is very much 
the result of our choosing. As creatures inhabiting the world of time and space, we can-
not help but choose, and as creatures held under the power of sin, we invariably choose 
badly. These two facts of our existence provide more than enough material for much of 
history’s drama: ‘fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, 
jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things 
like these’ (Gal. 5: 19–21). Even when we are enabled to choose rightly through grace, it 
would seem that the drama of the human venture remains a function of our susceptibil-
ity to sin: we may give into it or resist it, but either way it is the danger of sin that gives life 
its spice. It therefore seems natural to ask whether in the absence of the Fall human life 
would have been anodyne: free of evil, but equally free of the passion, risk, and challenge 
we naturally associate with our efforts to realize the good.

In order to see how Maximus approaches this issue, it is necessary to move from 
general features of his anthropology to the specifically christological terrain on which 
he engaged monothelitism. Recall that in opposition to the monothelite claim that 
Christ had only one divine will, corresponding to his one divine hypostasis, Maximus 
insisted that the Chalcedonian definition demanded the confession of two (natural) 
wills in Christ, corresponding to his divine and human natures. To deny that Christ has 
a human will was to contradict the confession that he had a human nature fully consub-
stantial with ours. At the same time, because Christ’s hypostasis was divine (since he is 
none other than the second person of the Trinity), his vision of God’s will was neces-
sarily unimpeded, and this, in turn, meant that his willing did not include the uncer-
tainty characteristic of all other human willing in time and space. Maximus concluded 
that, though Christ had a fully functional human will as part of his human nature, the 
fact that he enjoyed an unimpeded vision of God’s will from birth meant that this will 
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was already deified during his earthly ministry. He therefore did not will gnomically, 
‘as we do, by investigation and deliberation, but as one who subsists divinely (θεϊκῶς 
ὑποστάς)’ (DP, PG 91. 309A). Because his will was deified, Christ’s earthly experience 
was qualitatively different from that of every other human being who has ever lived, 
but—crucially—this difference was a function of his being a divine hypostasis and  
not of any alteration in the essential properties of his human nature. For deification, 
like fallenness, names a particular mode in which a human nature is lived out, not a 
modification of its fundamental character as human (in distinction from, say, angelic 
or divine).

Since the fact that Christ’s will was deified from birth is the anthropological basis of his 
sinlessness (since a will that is deified cannot sin), Christ provides a test case for the idea 
that the drama in human life is a function of our liability to sin. Because he is a human 
being, all his human actions are the product of his human (natural) will; but because he 
did not will gnomically, he could not err in its perception of the good and was therefore 
perfectly obedient in everything (Phil. 2: 8). And yet his story does not lack drama. To be 
sure, much of this drama has to do with Christ’s confronting unclean spirits or malicious 
human beings, and so it might seem that here, too, the tension in his biography is gener-
ated by sin, even if the source of that sin is not any weakness or division within Christ’s 
own soul. Yet Maximus identifies one point in the Gospel narratives where the drama of 
the situation has nothing to do with resistance to sin—Christ’s prayers in Gethsemane. 
In his analysis of this story (which is the biblical crux interpretandum in his battles with 
the monothelites), Maximus isolates a form of human drama that is not pegged to sin. 
Although Christ cannot sin, he speaks to God ‘with loud cries and tears’ (Heb. 5: 7) as he 
struggles to reconcile himself to the prospect of a violent death. Moreover, this strug-
gle is described specifically in terms of Christ’s praying, ‘Not my will but yours be done’ 
(Luke 22: 42). How is this to be understood?

Gnomic willing is a characteristic of human hypostases living in time and space and 
thus lacking an immediate perception of the good. Christ does not have a gnomic will 
because his hypostasis is the divine Word. Although he has a fully human nature, the 
fact that his hypostasis is divine means that his human will is completely deified and 
therefore suffers from none of the uncertainty that produces the sequence of delibera-
tion, judgement, and choice in all other earthly human willing, since ‘that which is dei-
fied is completely and thoroughly united (to God), though not in any way transcending 
the difference of essence (between divine and human natures), since it remains uncon-
fused in the union’ (Opusc. 20, PG 91. 236B). As deified, Christ’s human will—all the 
while remaining fully human—is completely united to God. How then can he experi-
ence the kind of tension that marks his agony in the garden?

The answer to this question is tied to the idea of vocation, understood as the fulfil-
ment of human life before God. This fulfilment comes in glory, and glorified life does 
not come to us naturally. It is by definition beyond the capacities of created nature, since 
it consists precisely in sharing the blessings of God’s uncreated existence. It is therefore 
a gift, but it is not for that reason any less a matter of our willing, since even a gift must 
be received, and we must will to receive it. And the fact that it is a gift we are blessed to 
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enjoy in eternity means that its reception is not finally a product of the gnomic will. For 
although, as already noted, our gnomic willing in this life shapes our place before God 
in glory, the fact that glorified humans no longer will gnomically implies that our voca-
tions are perfected through the exercise of our natural wills. Because Jesus’ unique con-
stitution as the Word incarnate means that he lacks a gnomic will at every point of his 
existence, it follows that he fulfils his calling as Saviour through his natural will alone. 
And this means, in turn, that the agony in the garden—a struggle in which Jesus seeks to 
discern his calling (‘the cup’ that lies before him)—must be interpreted in terms of the 
dynamics of the natural will apart from any appeal to ‘gnomic’ deliberation.

Maximus makes this point by appealing to the character of human vocation. For 
any human being to fulfil her vocation is to exceed the possibilities of her nature, since 
created nature (precisely because it is ‘natural’) falls short of glory (which, insofar as it 
designates the participation of the created in uncreated blessedness, may properly be 
called ‘supernatural’). From this perspective, Jesus’ hesitation in the Gethsemane prayer 
should not be understood in terms of sin, because fear of death is a natural impulse, 
and therefore has nothing sinful about it, since ‘nothing that is natural can be opposed 
to God in any way’ (Louth 1996: 194; cf. DP, PG 91. 297C). Jesus’ desire to avoid death is 
therefore not an example of (sinful) resistance to God, but rather a sign of the limits of 
nature’s capacities. In order to fulfil one’s vocation, it is not sufficient to follow the course 
of nature, since ‘the fact that a human will is not contrary to God is not sufficient for the 
union (of deification); for everything that is natural and undistorted is neither opposed 
to nor completely united to God’ (Opusc. 20, PG 91. 236A). To achieve the higher level 
of unity that constitutes deification, a person must follow God’s call, which summons us 
beyond what nature can enact or even conceive. According to Maximus, this is precisely 
what Jesus did:

Therefore he said, ‘Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not 
mine but your will be done;’ showing in the shrinking, the [natural] determination 
of the human will, [subsequently] shaped and brought to be [in harmony with the 
divine will] in accordance with the interweaving of the natural logos with the mode 
of the economy.

(Opusc. 3, PG 91. 48C, trans. Louth 1996: 194)

In other words, once Jesus had registered his natural fear of death:

[S] traightaway he set  alongside the powerful impulse to flee death the supreme 
agreement and unity of his human will with the will common to him and the Father, 
and in this determination said, ‘Let not my will but yours be done.’ Thus, he put 
aside both any division [of his human will] from the Father’s will and any confusion 
with it.

(Opusc. 16, PG 91. 197A)

The drama in Jesus’ story is thus triggered by the challenge of obedience to God’s call 
rather than the temptation to disobedience: Jesus is not struggling against the power of 
sin, but for the upward call of God. It follows that sin is not a necessary condition for a 
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life of adventure. As resistance to God’s will, sin has no proper place in God’s intentions 
for human beings. But it does not follow that human life apart from sin is monotonous.  
Precisely because human beings—who, as creatures, have no inherent capacity for 
blessedness—are meant for a life of bliss that exceeds the reach of nature, our lives 
include real adventure, as we are called to exercise our wills beyond nature towards the 
goal of the heavenly call of God first perfected in Jesus (Phil. 3: 14). In this way (and 
somewhat paradoxically), the activity of the natural will comes into particular relief as it 
is summoned by God to transcend the demands of nature in pursuit of a higher aim. As 
we respond to God’s call, it becomes clear that our will is not a neutral centre of sponta-
neous activity. Rather, when it is operating properly, the will does not lead, but follows. 
And as it follows, it fulfils its role as the feature of our nature that gives us the opportu-
nity ‘to obey the commands of God voluntarily’.

Willing and the Vindication of Nature

For Maximus the fulfilment of human freedom is not a matter of self-mastery, but a 
surrender of the self to God. This vision entails a particular understanding of the will, 
forged in the context of the monothelite controversy, but with anthropological implica-
tions that extend far beyond the finer points of Chalcedonian Christology. Chiefly, it 
provides for an understanding of the will that honours the fullness of human existence 
as comprising both body and soul. In this respect Maximus’ mature theology of the will 
is of a piece with his lifelong resistance to Origenism. Like the monothelites (along with 
Pelagians and many in the modern West), Origen understood the will in highly abstract 
and disembodied terms, equating the freedom of the will with the capacity to diverge 
from the will of another being—including especially God. This perspective left him 
unable to explain how, even after the process of redemption was complete, souls could 
avoid falling away from God over and over again: the eternal possibility of turning from 
God seemed to be the criterion—and thus the price—of genuine creaturely freedom. So 
understood, freedom of the will is not an expression of human nature at all, but rather 
its antithesis, since where freedom is conceived in strictly libertarian terms, the idea of 
a divinely given nature that serves as the ontological substrate for the will’s operation 
cannot help but appear as a constraint on its freedom. Within such a framework the only 
way for a created nature to achieve final blessedness free from the threat of defection is 
to be annihilated through absorption into God.

Maximus explicitly rejected this Origenist vision (Amb.Io. 7, PG 91. 1069A–D), devel-
oping instead a model of the will and its freedom that is not tied to a model of eternal 
libertarian indifference. While Origenists and monothelites alike saw the will as distinct 
from and sovereign over nature (which explains why monothelites saw no difficulty in 
rejecting the inference that Christ had to have a human will in order to be fully human), 
Maximus’ location of the will within nature undercuts the view that there is an inherent 
tension between the freedom of the will and the givenness of human nature as including 
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both body and soul. Since the will is part of nature, and all nature, as the Creation of 
God exists (naturally!) in concord both with itself and with God, the various features 
of human nature should not be construed as a constraint on the will’s freedom. Quite 
the contrary: to follow the desires of nature is an expression of freedom, as exemplified 
in the life of Jesus, whose own experience of hunger, for example, was quintessentially 
human (since the divine nature cannot hunger any more than it can move from one 
place to another), but distinctive precisely because of its thoroughly voluntary charac-
ter (DP, PG 91. 297D). Thus, where a monothelite like Pyrrhus could see no alternative 
between libertarian freedom on the one hand and the compulsion of nature on the other, 
Maximus insisted that ‘in a rational nature, nothing natural is involuntary’. Even as 
God’s infinite goodness is not any less an expression of divine freedom because God by 
nature cannot be otherwise than good, so the defining characteristics of human nature 
are rightly understood as expressions of freedom rather than as a sign of its limitations.

To be sure, because we are fallen creatures we do experience our will and our nature in 
tension, but this is testimony to our sinfulness—to the fact that we are somehow divided 
in our natures and therefore from God—and not to any necessary opposition between 
will and nature. In sin we certainly experience a lack of freedom, but this is a function of 
the fact that our sin has distorted our nature, so that its various parts do not operate in 
the harmony characteristic of God, the good angels, or the saints in heaven. Our hope is 
precisely that this division will be overcome, so that our willing ultimately accords with 
our nature—and therefore with the God who created it.

And yet it is a further dimension of Maximus’ anthropology that the proper objects of 
our natural willing are not reducible to the inclinations of our nature. There is nothing 
natural about Christ’s willing the cup of suffering; indeed, Maximus consistently main-
tains that to will death is against nature. That Christ should nevertheless be called to do 
so is a function of his status as the particular person he is, called to suffer for human-
ity’s redemption. This model of calling, according to which each of us has, like Christ, 
a peculiar destiny that, although fully consistent with our nature as free beings, is not 
demanded by it, has a rough analogy in the divine life: God is not by nature Creator 
in the way that God is by nature good, and yet Creation is a work appropriate to God’s 
nature, by which God freely enacts God’s own divinity by willing to bring into being that 
which is other than God (see DP, PG 91. 293C).

This analogy is far from perfect (most obviously, God’s glory would be in every way 
undiminished had God not created the world, while for Maximus human life that fails in 
its calling necessarily fails to achieve its proper glory). And even if we limit our focus to 
Jesus in Gethsemane, the contrast between (natural) willing and (gnomic) choosing in 
human life can seem strained. After all, given that Jesus undeniably changes the object 
of his willing in the garden, the refusal to describe his determination to follow God’s 
call a choice can seem arbitrary (Bathrellos 2004 151). Maximus’ point here, however, is 
not primarily about the words used to describe Jesus’ activity in the garden; it is rather 
that human action is not rightly viewed (as monothelites like Pyrrhus wanted to argue) 
in terms of the exclusive options of libertarian freedom or deterministic compulsion. 
The category of the natural will allows for a third possibility, disclosed in human life 
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precisely through the discernment of one’s calling. God does not work by compulsion, 
but neither is God’s call a ‘choice’ in the sense of an option we confront indifferently as 
one among many available possibilities. Precisely because our calling is from God and 
thus is God’s will for us, it is the only real possibility before us—but for Maximus that 
does not render our following it any less free.

One might draw the following analogy: one day I meet a person; later I fall in love 
with and marry her. While it is common to speak of not being able to help loving a per-
son, it is nevertheless not accurate to speak of this process as a matter of compulsion, as 
though I exercised no agency in the matter and could therefore not truly say that I loved. 
But neither does it make sense to speak of it as a choice, as though my loving a certain 
person were a matter of conscious decision, such that I might equally well have chosen 
to refrain from loving. And yet precisely because it properly leads to a lifelong commit-
ment, love is arguably the highest expression of my freedom as a human being, the act 
where the integrity of my agency is most in view and at stake. It is undeniably something 
I do—and therefore will—but it is not a matter of choosing between various options, 
even though (insofar as I remain in time and space) the way I live out my love is defined 
by innumerable choices.

Married love is not, of course, the image of human freedom most likely to come to 
the mind of a monk like Maximus, but insofar as marriage is understood as a Christian 
vocation, the analogy is entirely consistent with his doctrine of the natural will. And 
his insights provide an important challenge to contemporary sensibilities about free-
dom of the will. Insofar as we are inclined to understand freedom in terms of a liberty 
of indifference, we invariably view the will as the locus of that freedom, as the source 
of our identity, so that it is by our ‘free’ acts we make ourselves who we are. The prob-
lem is that the more we become aware of the ways in which our choices are, on the one 
hand, constrained and conditioned by a variety of psychological and social forces, and, 
on the other hand, broken and sinful in their execution, the more hopeless our situation 
appears. By placing the will at the centre of our sense of who we are, we condemn our-
selves to a task of self-construction that is impossible, in which we always and inevitably 
fall short.

Over against this overburdening of the will with impossible expectations, Maximus’ 
doctrine roots our identities in God in a way that allows the will to assume a real but 
restricted place in our overall make-up. The will is certainly crucial to our character as 
rational beings, but though it is one of the means whereby we realize our life with God, it 
is not the only one: our whole nature, with all its created features, is integral to our living 
as the particular creatures that we were created to be. No part simply trumps another, as 
though our identity were ‘really’ lodged in the will (or the mind or the heart) and other 
parts were more or less dispensable. The will has a particular role in that it marks our 
character as agents called to live out our lives in freedom—but it is no more integral to 
our lives before God than our bodies, our reason, our emotions, or any other aspect of 
our humanity, since it is precisely as fully human agents and not as disembodied wills 
that we are called to life with God and one another in glory. In this sense, it is a signal 
achievement of Maximus that in claiming the will as an integral part of human nature, 
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he limits its significance. Precisely because it is part of my nature, the will does not gov-
ern, compete with, or ground it. Indeed, its role is primarily to follow the various natural 
desires that make for my flourishing, bringing them to fulfilment by appropriating them 
as mine. It takes a leading role with respect to the rest of my nature only as it finds itself 
called to follow another leader: the One who created it and wills to bring it to a perfec-
tion that is entirely beyond its own capacities, but which has been offered to all people as 
a gift to be received—willingly.

Suggested Reading

For a discussion of Maximus’ sources for his terminology on the will, see Madden (1982). On 
Maximus’ relation to ‘Origenism’, see von Balthasar (2003) and Sherwood (1955b). An excel-
lent review of the evolution of the distinction between hypostasis and nature in the century 
after Chalcedon is found in Grillmeier (1995). Thunberg (1995) gives a fine introduction to the 
relationship between the natural and gnomic wills as part of his magisterial study of Maximus’ 
anthropology. For studies focussing on the significance of Gethsemane for Maximus’ argu-
ments with the monothelites, see Léthel (1982) and Doucet (1985). More recently, Bathrellos 
(2004) and Hovorun (2008) explore more comprehensively the way in which Christology 
shapes Maximus’ understanding of the will, and Blowers (2012) explores how the category of 
the gnomic will is further developed in the work of John of Damascus.
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